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Multi-linear Strategies for (Re)presenting the Complexity of 
Young People in Research 
 
Kaleidoscopic:  Extremely complex; admitting of many and varied 
interpretations (Macquarie Dictionary) 
 
For youth in contemporary, globalised society, life is characterised by change. There is nothing 
startling about such a statement; indeed any generation of youth from the baby boomers to post 
1970’s youth could be described in this way. What is of significant interest is the multitude of ways 
in which contemporary youth respond to and negotiate such change, growing up as they are in 
drastically different social conditions. In a society characterised by risk and individualism (Bauman, 
2001; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), with increasing levels of responsibility and choice (Furlong 
& Cartmel, 2007; Wyn & Woodman, 2007), young people face new imperatives to perform 
identities in highly visible contexts and to generate new forms of expression and participation in 
these media-oriented, fluid and mobile discourse worlds (Loader, 2007). Within this climate of 
unpredictability and change, adults may find it increasingly difficult to ‘keep abreast’ of the 
discourses of youth (Luke & Luke, 2001), which may present a problem for those who ‘do’ youth 
research. In this article I argue that (re)presentations of young people at school need to reflect the 
complex and multiple influences on their lives and priorities.  First, I illustrate some of these 
complexities of (re)presentation, and then I outline some specific strategies for (re)presenting young 
people at school and their competing contextual worlds. The strategies I advocate disrupt 
homogenous representations of ‘youth’ as a developmental stage, and instead reflect the 
kaleidoscopic spheres of influence which shape their subjectivities and their practices. I take the 
view, after Bakhtin (1994) and Foucault (1981), that the individual and the social interact to 
constitute the diverse, multi-faceted identities or subjectivities of individuals as they construct and 
express meaning. These intersubjective understandings about how self is both socially constructed 
and individually experienced sees individuals drawing upon an intricate and continuous interplay 
between self and the changing ideologies of society.   
Issues In (Re)presenting ‘Youth’ 
Young people are in the (sometimes unenviable) position of being the ‘subjects’ of scrutiny, 
commentary, criticism, benevolence and direct consumer marketing (Giroux, 2000; Kenway & 
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Bullen, 2001). As a group they attract particular attention from the media, in official government 
documents, in popular culture and within religious groups. Such attention brings with it many 
complexities. In this section I discuss some of the issues related to new pressures on young people 
to negotiate and perform identities in a world of contradictory influences and new textual practices. 
Changing Influences: Performing Identities    
Even within a constantly changing world, broader social discourses related to race, sexuality, 
gender and class continue to influence young people. These discourses have changed however, so 
that parameters of acceptable or accepted behaviours and beliefs are stretched and appropriated in 
different ways. Media and World Wide Web (WWW) texts stretch the boundaries of ‘acceptable’ 
social behaviour with voyeuristic television shows (for example ‘Big Brother’ and ‘The Biggest 
Loser’ in Australia) presenting carnivalesque spectacles of classed, gendered, ‘ordinary’ people 
performing (previously private expressions of identities) in very public ways. Similarly, self-created 
web-spaces or social networking sites (for example FaceBook, MySpace, Twitter and others) are 
intensifying the forms of social connectedness that characterise young people’s interactions with 
friends and family, and thus require new social and communicative skills, and new social norms 
(Buckingham, 2008; Loader, 2007).  
 
The interactive production and consumption of digital products creates highly visible spaces for 
identities or subjectivities to be formed, tested and re-formed (Weber & Mitchell, 2008). Real or 
imagined feelings of self-direction and power within new media (Thomas, 2007) may, however, 
threaten to make invisible the social and cultural forces at play in the production of one’s self. The 
claimed universality of digital media, that is, everyone is equal in a digital playing field (who gets 
onto the playing field is another matter), can suggest that none of our differences count (Samuels, 
2008), so identity politics can potentially be downplayed. Samuels also suggests that the 
personalized culture of knowledge production and exchange in new media has multiplied and 
diversified the potential sources for information and entertainment, and that young consumers are 
more likely to seek out sources, blogs and other non-credible sites (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008) 
which reflect their own views of the world in self-indulgent ways.  
 
Understanding how intertextual chains (Bakhtin, 1994) and socio-historical forces render the 
process of subjectification a paradoxical simultaneity of submission and agency (Butler, 1997), is 
particularly significant for the highly visible and malleable discursive practices of young people 
today. Issues related to sexuality, race and gender are key themes evident in the data from this 
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research, and broader social discourses can be called upon to explain the potential influence on the 
young participants.   
 
As the discursive practices of marginalised groups become more accepted and visible, such as the 
metaphoric homosexual ‘closet’, other low-status groups begin to appropriate such semiotic 
resources (such as coming out) to invoke a more readily recognised identity politics (Anspach, Coe, 
& Thurlow, 2007). Thus, new ways of performing identities are introduced as legitimized choices 
for youth within their discourse worlds. With new arrays of choice come new levels of 
responsibility. For example the notion of choice in relation to sexual identities (where biological 
predetermination is contested), means that new forms of responsibility and individualism are 
attributed to young people as they are urged to make the ‘right choice’ (Harwood & Rasmussen, 
2007).   
 
Highly publicised political events also influence social discourses. Currently in Australia and 
elsewhere it seems that another ‘wave’ of ethnic and racial disharmony has become apparent 
(Menadue, 2003). Popular media texts have run articles about ‘white supremacy’(Box, 2006; 
Pittam, 2006) re-emerging in Australia and America; there have been  accusations of public hatred 
of the Australian Muslim community (Kerbaj & Megalogenis, 2006) particularly since the terrorist 
events of 9/11; and the highly publicized Cronulla riots in Sydney (Burchell, 2006), where mobile 
devices were allegedly used to incite racist attacks, have sparked debates about the ‘incipient racism 
at the nation’s core’. The uncertainties of a globalised market economy have induced concern over 
the inability of the state to provide stability and protection for its citizens, and Singh (2005 p. 117) 
suggests that a ‘politics of resentment’ against racialised ‘others’ has emerged to deflect attention 
from the disinvestment of the state in educational and economic security. In many ways, these 
recent events have given licence to ‘ordinary Australians’ to convey racist viewpoints which are 
based upon the safety and economic interests of ‘the common Australian’.   
 
Similarly, feminist agendas are under fire from ‘ordinary citizens’. Schoene (2006) argues that 
many contemporary young women regard feminism as a thing of the past as gender equality is 
supposedly now self evident and more ambitious feminist concerns can be put down to ‘starry-eyed 
utopianism’ (p. 134). Griffin (2004) also argues that post-feminist discourses in contemporary 
society conjure a precariously utopian present in which equality is already present and ‘there is no 
need for girls or women to challenge boys/men or any form of patriarchal system in an overtly 
politicized way’ (p. 33). Further, Harris (2004) posits girls as ‘the most likely candidates for 
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performing a new kind of self-made subjectivity’ (p. 6), an optimistic ‘future girl’ discourse which 
prescribes a whole new powerfully coercive set of ideals. Failure to fulfil such potential is 
invariably blamed on the individual girl. 
‘Tug-o-War’ Positionings: Who Knows Best? 
The level of choice available to young people in performing identities or shaping subjectivities is 
complicated by the conflicting discourses inherent in their worlds. The social discourses cited above 
also compete with the discourses of schooling which are themselves ambiguous. Sexual identity is 
generally treated as biologically determined in schools, which can induce feelings of both relief and 
discomfort in students when it is suggested that sexual identities may not be permanently fixed 
(Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007). Racial issues are often discussed in terms of equity and 
marginalisation, however the complex relationships within and across powerful and marginal 
groups are often too risky for teachers to interrogate. For example, even though the English 
program at the site of this research (see below) specifically calls for a study of ‘the self’ and ‘the 
other’ in relation to social justice issues around race, gender and sexuality, teachers are more likely 
to require student analysis of textual identities and ideologies with no specific requirement of an 
analysis of ‘self’ in relation to such ideologies. Textual analyses typically utilise functional 
approaches derived from Halliday’s (1978) Systemic Functional Linguistics and visual grammars 
after Kress & van Leeuwen (1995). Students may well be able to use the language of analysis to 
‘conform’ to teachers’ expectations and achieve high grades without necessarily interrogating their 
own views.   
 
Even ‘official’ curricular and policy documents (for example Queensland Studies Authority, 
2005b), are beset with conflicting discourses.  For example ‘team work’ and ‘active participation’ 
are espoused values, whilst at the same time, it is suggested in the above reform document that all 
syllabuses could include ‘entrepreneurship’ so that students are able to ‘create new ways of doing 
business’ (p. 10) – a neoliberal discourse of the market economy which values individual success in 
the market over care for the ‘common good’.  Similarly, the skills of critically analysing, arguing a 
point of view convincingly and applying skills to real world situations (Queensland Studies 
Authority, 2005b p. 13), can be juxtaposed against student regulation to achieve outcomes; and 
individual success legitimated through institutional values (Blackman, 2005). 
 
When (re)presenting young people, who inhabit such a changing social and cultural milieu, we must 
highlight the complexities of their multi-faceted worlds (Thomas, 2007; Weber & Mitchell, 2008). 
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A multi-linear approach, which draws on multiple sources and weaves contextual influences 
through the data, can go some way in emphasising the heteroglossic and malleable discourse worlds 
of youth. The next section outlines some strategies for (re)presenting the lives of these particular 
young people, reflecting the multitude of intersecting influences and priorities in their lives.   
Poststructural (Re)presentations 
Poststructural theory, with its emphasis on difference, multiplicity and making visible that which is 
taken for granted, is a useful conceptual framework to make sense of the complex lives of young 
people today. Foucault (1981), Bakhtin (1994), Threadgold (2000) and others suggest that multiple 
influences shape our subjectivities, so that the subject is seen as fluid and dynamic, rather than 
having a fixed humanist identity.  Historical as well as contemporary institutional, popular and 
corporeal influences must be considered as spheres of influence which differ for each individual.  
Within this framework, the taken-for-grantedness of research methodology can be problematised 
and re-written with generative possibilities.  To this end, I have drawn from elements of arts-based 
research (for example Diamond & Mullen, 1999; Jipson & Paley, 1997) which seek to interrupt our 
experiences so that multiplicity of meaning-making is fore-grounded.  In this section, I outline two 
inter-related strategies that I have utilised in an Australian study about the civic participation of 
youth in a changing world.  These strategies are designed to (re)present complex and often 
contradictory life influences that shape the subjectivities, the actions and the talk of young people at 
school in different ways at different times. Thus, I analyse key texts from the life and school worlds 
of these youth participants, alongside my analysis of their interview transcripts, to draw attention to 
their contextual worlds. I represent these multiple influences using a multi-linear pastiche.  Data 
examples from three 16 year old white, middle-class participants (pseudonyms Paul, Matt and 
Ellen) from the aforementioned project are used to illustrate these strategies. These participants 
attended a regional state high school in Queensland, Australia at the time of this study, and were 
targeted specifically because emancipation is not a key issue in their lives. These students do not 
claim membership of ‘spectacular’ or ‘subversive’ youth ‘subcultures’ or ‘scenes’. In fact, they 
could be considered to be part of the mundane and even conformist cultures of middle class youth, 
about whom there is relatively little research (Buckingham, 2008).   
 
English teachers at the school suggested possible candidates based on socio-economic status, ‘good 
student’ status (in terms of perceived behaviour and participation in school life), and evidence of 
high competence in the critical strand of the English syllabus. Such competence is evidenced by 
their highly successful grades in English at this school, which may, in light of the data in following 
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sections, be evidence of their conformist performances in the school context. The school English 
program (see Table 1) requires students to critically analyse and problematise texts and language 
choices, and speculate about alternatives.  They particularly study historical materials, film and 
narrative.  The human rights issues that this program purports to focus upon are marginalised 
groups in Australia, limited (due to time constraints) to Aborigines and Gays.  The program states 
that ‘with the trend to globalisation we believe it is important to study ‘the self’ and ‘the other’ in 
both historical and contemporary contexts’. The themes and issues that provide the basis for content 
and pedagogy in English at this school are located squarely within a social justice agenda of equity, 
human rights and justice for all. 
 
Table 1 Focus of the School English Program 
Integrating Device Understandings/Outcomes 
Language of Persuasion 
Including the diverse discourses of: 
o Advertising 
o Public speeches 
o Propaganda 
o Feature articles 
o Poetry 
o Satiric cartoons 
o Drama 
o etc 
o Language is a system of choice, 
and such choices influence 
meaning making 
o Construction is a process of 
selection, omission, privileging 
and silencing 
o We operate within discourses, and 
aspects of discourses include 
attitudes, beliefs and 
understandings about the world 
and the social roles we play, and 
are not neutral 
Youth and Popular Culture:  
representation of youth in the texts of 
popular culture 
Engaging with print, visual, audio and 
multimedia texts to examine issues such 
as: 
o Gender 
o Race 
o Heroes 
o Representations are constructs 
o Texts position readers 
o Readers can respond to texts 
along a continuum of 
alignment/resistance 
o Representations promote 
particular values and beliefs of the 
writer and the culture 
o Contextualise how discourses, 
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o Politics/human rights (eg 
Aborigines; Gays) 
o The family 
o History 
o The nature of change 
o The migrant experience 
 
genre, register and textual features 
work together in texts to make 
and influence meaning making 
o Speculate about, and trial 
alternative options to generate 
different meanings 
o Critically evaluate their life 
experiences in order to construct 
themselves for an audience 
 
Weaving Heteroglossic Threads: (Re)presenting Complex Influences 
Bakhtin suggests that active understanding, whereby one assimilates words into their conceptual 
system, necessarily involves establishing a complex interrelationship of agreements and 
disagreements, contradictions and understandings of the words, whilst enriching them with new 
elements.  This continuous dialogic struggle between discourses is inherent in any text, as both the 
producer and the consumer of the text draw on multiple resources in its design and interpretation.  
These intersections between multiple (often conflicting) social discourses within any text or context 
constitute what Bakhtin (1994) refers to as ‘heteroglossia’.  Language is never neutral, and even in 
the ownership of the producer, it is ‘populated – overpopulated – with the intentions of others’ (p. 
77). Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia prompted me to weave other influential (macro) texts through 
my analysis of the interview data from the participants, so that direct links could be shown between 
the micro and macro elements that form and inform the data accounts. By creating visible links 
between the data texts from the participants and broader contextual influences, I was able to 
consider more carefully how contradictory social discourses influence and shape the subjectivities 
of the participants.  This strategy linked to my analytical framework of critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) which compelled me to consider texts in terms of micro textual elements, the discursive 
context and the macro discourses surrounding the text.  I analysed both the data transcripts and the 
macro texts using CDA. Obviously my choice of macro texts was necessarily limited and partial, 
however I chose texts that had most if not all of these properties, including: widely distributed 
and/or available; high potential to be influential and/or deemed “official knowledge” (Apple, 1993); 
different modes, platforms (that is via the internet, newspaper, brochures and so on) and genres; and 
produced from different sources such as mass media, government departments, community 
organisations and private companies.  Some of the texts were specifically mentioned by one or more 
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of the participants during the interviews, others were educational policy or curriculum documents, 
and others were indicative of relevant social issues publicised around the time of the interviews. See 
Appendix 1 for full rationale for macro text selection. 
The texts I used in the broader study were: 
o Mission Australia Youth survey (Mission Australia, 2005) 
o ‘HALO’ X-box game official internet site ("Halo 2 official website,") 
o Optus SMS Chat brochure (Optus, undated) 
o English Syllabus documents (Department of Education Queensland, 1994; 
Queensland Studies Authority, 2005a) 
o Kevin Donnelly newspaper article “Let’s go back to the basics, beginning with the 
three R’s” (Donnelly, 2006) 
o Education Queensland 2010 strategy (Education Queensland, 2000) 
o Information about new Australian Workplace Agreements (AWAs) from 
Government (Department of Employment and Workplace Relations) and Union 
(National Tertiary Education Union) 
o Job descriptions from Career One (The Australian) online ("Career one: Positions 
vacant,") 
o Media reports about Cronulla riots/ terrorism (Burchell, 2006; Kerbaj & 
Megalogenis, 2006) 
I focused upon textual elements drawing from Halliday’s (1978) systemic functional linguistics, in 
my analysis of these texts, including: elements of top-level structure (Bartlett, Barton, & Turner, 
1988) and cohesive ties; mood and modality; information focus and lexicalisation; patterns of 
transitivity; and genre and platform (for example; brochure, website, report) so that my analysis of 
the micro elements was contextualised within the discursive event. An example of how this 
heteroglossic strategy was applied to the data will be illustrated in the next section which is closely 
linked to this one. 
Multi-linear Pastiche: (Re)presenting Findings 
Within this research I was conscious of the powerful intertextual links that shape and are shaped by 
any text.  Rossi-Landi (1977) suggests that text creation is not simply a matter of linguistics, rather 
one draws on  ‘parking lots of artefacts’, which enables a ‘chunking’ together of various texts (or 
contexts) that you know or understand in ways that make sense to you in this context, at this time.  
This involves drawing on linguistic resources, or knowledge about cultural text forms and 
structures, and also on other resources of articulation and embodied practice. This notion of 
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intertextuality is particularly powerful as a means to (re)present the youth in this project, as it 
became apparent through their accounts that their choices and behaviours are directly influenced by 
intersecting and often contradictory texts and contexts. Their worlds and those of their peers are 
characterized more than ever by rapidly changing technologies, hybrid texts and smorgasbords of 
‘edu-tainment’ possibilities (Kellner, 2002), along with new forms of ‘acceptable’ social behaviour, 
which are woven through the texts that they both consume and produce.   
Creating the pastiche 
To create the pastiche, I used text boxes, visual texts produced by the participants, photographs of 
important artefacts chosen by the participants and snapshots of data woven through my analysis, 
much like a hypermedia environment, where the reader can choose multiple pathways (Snyder, 
2002).  Landow (2006) refers to a hypertextual system such as this as an assemblage or a collage, 
and suggests that it is multilinear and reallocates the power from author to reader in some way; a 
reflection on the Derridian emphasis on discontinuity. My analysis within the pastiche uses 
Fairclough’s (2001) three levels of CDA analysis, utilising Hallidayan linguistics. Broadly, I 
focused upon: particular micro elements of the data through detailed linguistic and embodied 
description; an interpretation of such descriptions in relation to the specific discursive events and 
performative contexts in which they were collected; and an explanation of how such descriptions 
and interpretations are related to broader socio-historical discourses of youth, schooling and society. 
Examples from this multi-linear pastiche are provided below. These examples are drawn from a 
much larger pastiche, thus some of the textual and contextual links will be broken; however it 
serves to illustrate the method of (re)presentation rather than documenting all of the findings from 
the research per se.  
 
My analyses of these data must be recognised as an interpretation of what is being said at this time 
in this place, rather than a definitive judgement about the views of these participants. The snapshots 
that I have chosen to include here represent some of the key issues around race, sexuality, gender 
and bodily performance that run through the broader data sets. These particular snapshots are 
noteworthy in that they sit in juxtaposition to these students’ highly regarded performances in an 
English program well known in the local educational community as exemplary in terms of its 
critical stance and social justice concerns.  As with a kaleidoscope, multiple influences can change 
young people’s views from context to context. This pastiche illustrates some of these contradictory 
influences which help to shape the processes of subjectification of these youth as they ‘perform’ 
their identities at school.   
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Snapshots from the pastiche  
Snapshot 1 
The subjectivities of youth that are spoken in these texts 
tend to rely heavily on bodily practices such as using the 
internet, playing console games, playing sport, doing drama, 
sleeping/having sex with people, working either in school or 
out of school… or not.  This of course must be considered in 
terms of the interview questions being asked, such as what 
they do on weekends or which practices they engage in, 
however even in instances where questions did not        
Figure 1 Matt’s artefacts                         specifically relate to practices, the participants often used 
bodily practices as descriptors of self or others.    For example, in Figures 1, 2 and 3, the collections 
of artefacts that the participants brought to the focus 
group interview indicate that each of them define 
themselves in some way according to bodily 
practices.  This includes playing the guitar and 
playing squash (see Figure 1, Matt), performing 
comedy (see Figure 2, Paul), and driving a car (see 
Figure 3, Ellen).  
 
                                                                                        Figure 2 Paul’s artefacts 
In some cases, own practices were used almost as a ‘yardstick’ for the practices of others, whereby 
the speaker was able to indicate their ‘authority’ to speak about and pass judgment on such matters.   
For example, the body is inscribed in the discourse 
through descriptions of gayness, anti-gayness, 
Christian or non-Christian activities/beliefs, slutty 
behaviour, radical actions and regulated behaviours, 
many of which overlap. Performative statements 
indicating either what self or others do, or what they 
will do, are evident in talk that positions both self and 
others. Reality TV and social networking sites       
Figure 3 Ellen’s artefacts                  encourage personal disclosure and comment on others’ embodied 
images and identities (Loader, 2007), thus what you do and how you look is open for public debate. 
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The information focus of the Optus 
brochure is what to do in order to 
construct an identity (or even 
multiple identities) and have some 
fun.  The relational processes in 
clauses such as ‘Be whoever you 
want to be’, and in the examples of 
possible chat such as ‘I am 
Twiggy’, ‘I’m mad 4 sports 2’ and 
‘I’m a party animal!’ alongside 
visual images of different animals 
(a very scrawny monkey is 
illustrated for a text which 
describes the user as a ‘solid 
hunk’), suggest that you lie about 
yourself and create your own secret 
identity, so no-one can pass 
judgement on you because of how 
you look or what you do. Nor can 
they find out who you are, which 
makes it easy to ‘delight in the 
impertinent and the forbidden, to 
transgress adult codes, to live only 
in the present’ (Kenway & Bullen, 
2001 p. 70).  The brochure provides 
performative statements to guide 
the user to ‘get chatting’, with 
behavioural and material processes 
such as ‘leave a space…’, ‘type the 
name…’, ‘register your nickname’, 
and ‘to change your 
nickname…’(Optus, undated).  
 
Text 1 
MR: Do you think some families do? (Care 
about friends who are racially or 
sexually different) 
PH: Oh definitely.  Like some kids here do.  
Like some of my… like not close friends, 
but you know, friends of friends, like 
next level     
out, not quite acquaintances… like 
they’re very strong Christians… you 
wouldn’t tell, but they’re very strong 
and they believe in creationism and 
against evolutionism and um, they’re 
very, very anti-homosexual and like I 
wouldn’t have know about it, unless I’d 
brought it up, well not brought it up… I 
was in a legal studies… I don’t do legal 
studies, my friends do, and apparently 
it was the entire class basically 
against two people, and one of them I 
wouldn’t have guessed that she was so 
anti-gay.  And a few others I have… well 
other people have told me, but I never 
notice they’re anti-gay. (Paul) 
 
Paul’s use of adverbs to indicate strong probabilisation of 
Christian and anti-gay beliefs such as ‘very strong’, 
‘very, very anti…’ and ‘so anti…’ seem to be used here 
to illustrate that such beliefs should be evident (in 
appearance and/or in bodily actions) as he goes on to say 
“I wouldn’t have guessed’ and ‘I never notice’.  His 
lexical choices link ‘Christians’ with ‘anti-gayness’ in a 
manner that seems normal, and later he also describes 
particular bodily practices that indicate ‘gayness’ such as 
crossing your legs in a certain way.  Bodily practices are 
also used to pass judgements on girls at the school. 
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Text 2 
MR: Now in the last interview you talked about when you were in grade 8, 
you know the whole popularity thing…um, and you talked about some of 
the girls there, the popular girls as being slutty… and… well can you 
tell me whether you think popularity is linked to sexual behaviour?  
Or is that what slutty means?  Is that what you…? 
PH: Well, there’s acting slutty and there’s being slutty… I can’t 
remember which one I meant. 
MR: Well tell me what slutty means. 
PH: Acting slutty is acting like you want to have sex, being slutty is 
having sex with people. 
MR: So you think they were acting slutty? 
PH: I’d say so, like yeah, because um… 
MR: So what sort of behaviours would you characterize as acting slutty? 
PH: Ummm… well Cath and Paula, two girls here, you can cross out their 
names… they um, they I don’t know… they kind of talk about their 
breasts like in a conversational manner, and oh… yeah, they act 
slutty, I don’t know if they are, but they talk about giving blow 
jobs to people… I don’t know if they do or not, but they definitely 
act slutty.  And then there’s Kelly, whose in my English class… um, 
she sleeps around, she has sex with people, but… and she’ll bring it 
up in conversation only if it’s mentioned, so she doesn’t act slutty 
unless you know, it’s what the conversation’s about, but I’d say she 
is… 
MR: So you think if you sleep with people, you’re slutty? 
PH: Oh well, sorry I… personally I do, because I don’t sleep with anyone 
and don’t really want to at the moment, but um…  (Paul) 
 
Paul’s lexical choices in Text 2 pre-suppose a relationship between ‘popular’ and ‘slutty’, and the 
term slutty is an attribute used to describe girls who exhibit different categories of behaviour. His 
use of the processes ‘acting’ and ‘being’ are used respectively to mean ‘talking about sex’ and 
‘having sex’. The former, a performative statement is given more negative emphasis through the 
strong modality of the adverb ‘definitely’, and the low probabilisation (Fuller & Lee, 1997) of 
bringing it up ‘only if it’s mentioned’. It seems that talking about sex is being constructed as worse 
than doing it. As Buckingham (2008) suggests, new social networking sites and mobile devices rely 
on new social relationships and forms of communication. The ways in which you talk about 
yourself and present yourself visually, are key elements (which invariably invite comments from 
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others) within social relationships that are not always face-to-face, but which are always under 
scrutiny.   
Paul introduces a story in response to the interviewer’s reference to his previous comments about 
passing judgement on female peers. He needs to defend his previous point, and he does so by telling 
a story that portrays a familiar social discourse of strong moral judgement about girls or women 
who talk about or have sex in ways that typically ‘other’ them (de Castro, 2004) as immoral. He 
interpolates particular attributes from Cath and Paula (pseudonyms), such as ‘breasts’ and ‘blow 
jobs’ which may be perceived by me as an adult in this interview context to be inappropriate 
conversational topics at school. He lexically links such topics of conversation with acting ‘slutty’. 
Paul’s reference to the story is used here to highlight the differences between the girls’ behaviour 
and his own as he “confesses” that he doesn’t ‘sleep with anyone’ at this time in his life. By 
drawing supposedly negative behaviour of others into the conversation, he effectively highlights his 
own “good boy” positioning which strengthens the authority of his opinions in this and other 
interviews. Nayak and Kehily (2006) suggest that being a ‘proper boy’ or ‘proper girl’ is a ‘fantasy 
that is both hankered after and embodied through an approximation of its norms’ (p. 465). 
Identifying as such runs the risk of losing other identifications such as in Paul’s case, that of a 
stereotypical ‘normal’ adolescent male who is obsessed with and has sex. Paul gambles on his 
potentially ‘abnormal’ positioning in this interaction with me as an adult educator, who could be 
predicted to read this as an example of his restraint and his admirable focus on academic matters, 
rather than as a chink in his masculine teenage identity. He can be seen as disrupting the ‘norm’ for 
a higher purpose as opposed to being rejected by potential sexual partners. At the same time, his 
stereotypical assessment of the ‘slutty’ girls is expected to be accepted as true. The ‘girls’ are not 
positioned in any complex way, such as discursively enacting gender identity in subversive or 
parodied ways (Butler, 1990) in front of male peers. Their use of particular language may be 
fascinating or even erotic to Paul, yet he describes it only as ‘slutty’ because ‘proper girls’ don’t 
talk like that. Further, these ‘popular’ girls have previously rejected him as a worthwhile contender 
for attention, thus positioning them as unworthy of any favourable comment.  
 
The body, performance of the body and performative statements that situate the body, intersect here 
to form heteroglossic contexts for contradictory discourses around teenage identities. Popular 
communication modes such as ‘chatting’ through text messaging and online spaces are promoted as 
sites where new and experimental bodily identities can be linguistically performed. At the same 
time, for these participants, the talk itself can assume more importance than the physical 
performance; yet physical indicators are still used to ‘classify’ peers in terms of sexuality and 
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popularity. Cath and Paula’s reported talk is consistent with the imperative of the Optus text to ‘Be 
whoever you want to be’ through language, however Paul’s assessment here belies such freedom 
for girls.     
 
Snapshot 2  
The data from the Year Eleven participants suggest 
contradictory accounts about raced, gendered and classed 
bodies.  These students are well aware of ‘political 
correctness’ in society and they seem to draw upon the 
knowledge learnt at school which focuses on social justice 
and equality to assure me as educator and researcher that 
they believe in such ideals. For example when discussing 
Matt’s text (produced in class and used as a prompt in  
Figure 4 Matt’s Text                                 interview 1) I pose a question to elicit a resistant reading of        
                                                              his text: 
 
 
Text 3 
MR: Do you think you could have represented other cultural groups? 
 MC: Well, I mean I’m not racist… (Matt) 
 
 
Matt immediately responds on the defensive with strong modality as though such a question calls 
his moral character into question.  Paul is quite able to detect stereotypical images of gender in X-
box games and other popular culture texts, and he suggests that marginalised groups may ‘have to 
have a bit more talent to be equal, than other groups do’.  He knows the language of critical 
analysis and he uses it in this interview situation to ensure that I have a good impression of him as a 
‘good’ boy who believes in the ‘right’ things, for example ‘I believe in equality for everyone, pretty 
much’.  The adverbial ‘pretty much’ is important here, as later it becomes apparent that these 
beliefs are very much a sliding scale.  For example, alongside such unprejudicial claims in these 
accounts, there are contradictory instances where these participants dismiss racial, gender, class and 
sexuality issues as overblown and not worth the amount of attention they get in society.   In the 
focus group interview, these participants seem to use the support of their peers to vocalise their 
views about race, gender and at other times, sexuality. Similarly, popular media reports such as the 
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“The rise and fall of One Nation and 
the emergence of so-called dog-whistle 
politics around asylum seekers and 
boatpeople have revealed, so the story 
goes, a nation stricken with racism in 
its very heart.  All it takes is the 
provocations of a few shock jocks, and 
the national unconscious is unleashed, 
like a baying wolfhound” (Burchell, 
2006).  In this article, Burchell uses 
emotive (often sarcastic) language and 
metaphor to describe one viewpoint 
that arose from the Cronulla riots.  His 
‘so the story goes’ as a modifier for 
‘have revealed’ places him outside of 
such a viewpoint, yet his prose which 
magnifies the notion of a ‘racist core’ 
in Australia is much more sensational 
and effective for publicity in a 
newspaper article, than a dry report 
which discounts such a view.  
one represented here, use narrative and linguistic tools such as sarcasm, irony and metaphor to 
‘rally together’ support for ‘common-sense’ views. 
Text 5 
MR: So do you think you are shaped by race 
issues in broader society?  
MC: Well there’s this kid I know, and his 
whole thing… like his whole world is 
shaped by being black… and… 
MR: Well that’s… 
MC: Yeah but he plays on it… 
PH: Yeah he plays on being black… I have 
this theory that black people can get 
money just by complaining about 
things, so they’ll have a hundred 
percent tolerance as long as they can 
keep on getting money for complaining, 
for example um…I can’t think of an eg 
right now.  And like the women’s lib 
thing, it’s still going…the ridiculous 
claims…’cause they know they can make 
financial gain easier, so… 
MR: How are they making financial gain? 
PH: They sue companies… 
MR: So you don’t think those things are 
important? 
MC: I do 
PH: I think they’re claiming that they 
want acceptance, but what they do want 
is special treatment…not all woman, I 
don’t want to generalize, but I’m 
saying people who want to go out and 
complain about policemen instead of 
policewomen and men make more money…I 
don’t think they’re trying to get 
acceptance, they’re just trying to get 
money. 
MC: I think that fundamentally they’d like 
to be accepted, but they just can’t see it happening and there’s always 
gunna be other people searching for …money probably 
MR: Ellen, what do you think about this – a female perspective? 
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EP: Um, when we talk about this I feel like one of the guys.  I don’t feel 
like I get treated any differently.  (focus group) 
 
Matt Introduces attribute ‘whole’ up-front to emphasise that this kid needs to get over the fact that 
he’s black. When I interject, he justifies his view using the figurative material process ‘he plays on 
it’.  This suggests that ‘the kid’ is metaphorically ‘playing the race game’ – a visible discourse in 
society where if you identify as Indigenous you can get anything you want, including handouts. 
Matt’s low modality (probably) indicates his dilemma of wanting to be seen as a ‘good’ student 
who is politically correct and in-synch with school values (Lesko, 2001), while at the same time 
colluding with his peers about unfair monetary claims by certain groups.  He doesn’t want to 
offend, yet he normalises gender terms without interrogation. Young people can easily find (and 
tend to seek out) sources of information and networking sites which collude with their views of the 
world (Samuels, 2008), given the plethora of personal blogs, opinions and other non-credible 
sources available online (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008). 
 
Elements of peer collusion are evident as Paul steps in to support and embellish Matt’s argument 
(pitting youth against adult).  ‘Us’ against ‘them’ is a familiar discourse in generational debates, and 
as the adult interviewer, I am positioned in this context as the ‘them’ or the ‘other’ who is 
questioning their beliefs and ideals. So even though Matt does not mention ‘the kid’s’ name, Paul 
actively takes up the story as though it is a familiar and therefore tellable tale.  He uses it as a way 
to explicate his ‘theory’ about black people.  Paul minimizes the importance of race issues and the 
disempowerment of Indigenous people by showing outrage that ‘black people can get money’ just 
by complaining.  His use of the mood adjunct ‘just’ indicates his vocalised position on Indigenous 
issues.  He reinforces this argument through his use of the comparative ‘like’ to draw parallels with 
other participant groups that are also posited as financial drains on society, such as ‘women’s lib 
groups’.  His use of the attribute ‘ridiculous’ to describe the claims that such groups make, indicates 
his lack of sympathy, or at least unwillingness to financially support, disempowered groups in 
society.  
 
It is accepted in these accounts that one can dismiss race and gender issues as money-spinners, a 
reductionist account (Young, 1990) that is shaped by institutions such as the family and the school 
(Blackman, 1998).  Matt interjects to state that he cares about such issues (politically correct), yet 
his language indicates he is positioning women as a homogenous group (they) who want and need 
to be accepted but won’t ever gain such acceptance.  Paul seems to accept some women (the ones 
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who don’t complain), yet not those who are outspoken about ‘ridiculous’ claims – a sliding scale of 
acceptance. Ellen dutifully plays the game when asked to comment, by not offending anyone, not 
complaining, and identifying with the boys through her behavioural process ‘feel like’ (one of the 
guys).  Ellen’s response is consistent with findings from other research studies which suggest that a 
belief in individual agency means that the impact of gender is downplayed in her life (see Dwyer & 
Wyn, 2001; Roberts & Sachdev, 1996; Willis, 1998). This view resonates with Samuels’ (2008) 
position that difference may not matter anymore with the universalism of new media networking 
sites and other digital technologies. 
 
Because subjectivities are formed within discourses, they ‘remain subject to the complex discursive 
interplay, strategic repositioning and repetitive regulations’ (Nayak & Kehily, 2006 p. 467). These 
students can be seen as positioning self in relation to raced and gendered ‘otherness’ which they 
disavow. They implicitly suggest through these accounts that they would never be claiming money 
for no reason, nor would they complain about historical issues which are not relevant in a post-
feminist, enlightened, contemporary digital society. Political statements such as those made by then 
Prime Minister John Howard in an address to the Australian Reconciliation Convention on 26 May 
1997 suggest that no-one in Australia should feel guilt or blame for past wrongdoings in relation to 
Indigenous Australians, and that it is the future which needs to be the focus, rather than the past (in 
Luke, 1997). Such discourses invite dismissive or get over it attitudes to race issues such as the ones 
evident in these accounts and deny the historical emergence of truth in terms of discontinuity and 
contingency (Foucault, 1988; Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007). In many ways, the media reporting of 
recent events such as the Cronulla riots, the refusal of then Prime Minister Howard to say ‘Sorry’ 
and Government detainment of refugees, have given this licence to ‘ordinary Australians’ to convey 
racist viewpoints which, as suggested earlier in this article, are seemingly based upon the safety and 
economic interests of ‘the common Australian’, and is intensified by self-indulgent (Samuels, 2008) 
and potentially non-credible (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008) information sources.  
 
These examples highlight some of the often powerful influences of broader social and institutional 
discourses as young people make sense of their worlds. Simultaneously, the data from these 
participants indicate traces of gendered, sexed and raced histories as individuals account for their 
choices, beliefs or embodied practices through text.  Subjectification processes for these youth are 
intersubjective (after Bakhtin), whereby heteroglossic influences touch and intersect and collide at 
different times for different individuals.   
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Conclusion 
Given the complexities of young people’s worlds that I established at the beginning of this article, it 
was important for me to (re)present their diverse performances of identities within this project. In 
the examples drawn upon here, it is clear that the lives of these young people are ambiguous and 
multifarious, and that any attempt to describe them or understand their motivations necessitates an 
investigation of their often contradictory processes of subjectification.  These strategies of 
(re)presentation have captured some of the heteroglossic textual and contextual influences on the 
lives of these participants in this place at this time. The pastiche of (re)presentation has enabled me 
to highlight some of the issues related to new pressures on young people to negotiate and perform 
identities in a world of contradictory influences and new forms of social participation and 
‘subjecthood’ production. The multi-linear format may be some-what off-putting for the reader, 
which is a deliberate strategy to reflect the discontinuous, kaleidoscopic and often chaotic textual 
and contextual worlds of these young participants.  
 
Young people as subjects of ‘youth’ research must be (re)presented as diverse individuals who are 
influenced by some of the same and some different elements than their peers.  They face multiple 
possible pathways through life and learning and they consume and produce knowledge that is at 
once insular and openly accessible.  Recognition and (re)presentation of the possible spheres of 
influence on their subjectivities is vital to illustrate the new discourse worlds that they both shape, 
and are shaped by, in their ‘making of selves’. 
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Appendix 1 
Macro Texts  Specific Reasons for Inclusion 
Mission Australia 
Youth survey 
(Mission Australia, 
2005) 
 This text is from a Christian community organisation that 
particularly offers help to young people.  The data from this study 
indicate a strong topic thread of Christianity and other spiritual 
beliefs. 
 The survey captures the voices of over 11000 young people and is 
readily available on the internet.  Comparing the accounts of the 
participants in this study with their peers around Australia helps 
to locate intersecting or divergent discourses. 
 Adolescents are targeted by religious groups to exert influence in 
their lives and it is the life stage where religious conversion is 
most likely to take place (Smith, Faris, Lundquist Denton, & 
Regnerus, 2003).  
 Webber (2002) suggests that young people are on a quest for 
meaning, and many dabble in spiritual activities that may be 
contradictory, such as New Age religion and organised religion.   
‘HALO’ X-box game 
official internet site 
http://www.bungie.ne
t/games/   
 
 ‘Halo’ was specifically mentioned by one participant in the study as 
a popular game to play.  Produced by ‘Microsoft’, which is a 
company deemed by Giroux (2000) to be one of the influential 
‘corporate pedagogues’ of young people in these times.   
 Websites associated with such games form part of the discourse of 
the players and provide further avenues for interaction with other 
players through discussion boards, and resources to enhance game 
play (Gee, 2003). 
 Holds status as the ‘official’ website for this discourse community 
of players.  Can arguably be compared with Apple’s (1993) 
notion of ‘official knowledge’ in schools.  
Optus SMS Chat  Mobile phones and SMS chat were cited by every participant in the 
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brochure (Optus, 
undated) 
study as popular means of communication. 
 Brochures such as these are readily available as ‘junk mail’ 
delivered regularly to mailboxes, as well as in mobile 
phone/service provider stores. 
 These technologies have become ‘an essential feature of both 
popular and commercial rhetoric about new media cultures and 
especially of so called ‘global communications’…a core feature 
of almost all young people’s mobile phone use is the text-
message… (Thurlow, 2003). 
 Mobile telephony, including accessories, pay options and features 
are one of the largest consumption areas for the 10-16 years age 
group (Selwyn, 2003). 
 This particular brochure targets young people, using such terms as 
‘party animal’ (Optus, undated). 
English Syllabus 
documents 
(Department of 
Education 
Queensland, 1994; 
Queensland Studies 
Authority, 2005a)  
 ‘Official’ (Apple, 1993) English curriculum documents from 1994 
to the present trial of the new Qld English syllabus. 
 The multimodal texts that the participants produced which 
constituted Step One of data collection were assessment artefacts 
from English classes, therefore the discourses surrounding 
curriculum English are important macro influences. 
Kevin Donnelly 
newspaper article 
“Let’s go back to the 
basics, beginning 
with the three R’s” 
(Donnelly, 2006) 
 Widely available - published in The Australian – the national 
newspaper. 
 Donnelly has been accorded ‘official’ (Apple, 1993) authority in 
education through: His commission to report on ‘Why our schools 
are failing’ by the Menzies Research centre, which is chaired by 
Liberal* member Malcolm Turnbull, and whose reports have 
influenced Government policy (Donnelly, 2004); and his regular 
articles appearing in said national newspaper. 
 
     *The conservative side of politics equivalent to the Republican Party in the USA  
and the Tory Party in Britain 
Education  ‘Official’ (Apple, 1993) strategy for education in Queensland for 
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Queensland 2010 
strategy (Education 
Queensland, 2000) 
the current decade 
 Available as print document and also flagged on Education 
Queensland website as an important guiding document for current 
education in this state. 
Information about 
newly introduced 
Australian Workplace 
Agreements (AWAs) 
from Government 
(Department of 
Employment and 
Workplace Relations) 
and Union (National 
Tertiary Education 
Union) 
 Drawing from Gee’s (2000) ‘new capitalism’ – how society and the 
workplace is changing and requiring new ‘types’ of 
people/workers – such workplace discourses are important macro 
influences on young people and their worlds. 
 Recent wide-spread discourse in the media about changing 
conditions in the workplace and effects on every worker. 
 Websites from two different viewpoints about AWAs. 
 Individualist (Sumsion, 2003) agenda in schools also apparent in 
new AWAs and comprises a strong discourse thread in the data. 
Job descriptions from 
Career One (The 
Australian) online 
(Burchell, 2006) 
 Again, drawing from Gee’s (2000) ‘new capitalism’ and changing 
notions of ‘worker attributes’ – locating discourses in 
employment advertisements to make visible a sample of desirable 
worker attributes. 
 Small cross-section of job descriptions from widely available 
sources – both online and published in national newspaper. 
 Include collaborative discourses such as ‘teamwork’ for 
juxtaposition against individualist agenda of AWAs. 
Media reports about 
Cronulla riots/ 
terrorism (Burchell, 
2006; Kerbaj & 
Megalogenis, 2006) 
 Recent wide-spread media attention about ‘racial unrest’ and 
violence in Australia stemming from terrorist activity particularly 
over the past four or five years.  
 Reflects discourses of uncertainty and fear of difference in broader 
society which influences the life-worlds of the youth participants. 
 ‘Race’ was a popular topic raised by and/or discussed by the 
participants in the study. 
 Kowalski (2002) suggests that teens are coping with crises and 
everyday concerns in an uncertain world, after terrorist attacks in 
America on September 11, 2001. 
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 White supremacy is alive and well in both Australia and America 
according to recent newspaper and magazine articles (Box, 2006; 
Pittam, 2006). 
